Unfertilized ovules of Epilobium obcordatum (Onagraceae) continue to grow in developing fruits.
To determine whether unfertilized ovules continue to grow when in an ovary containing fertilized ovules, we measured ovule lengths in developing fruits of Epilobium obcordatum that were harvested 4, 5, 8, and 10 d post pollination. We found that unfertilized ovules that were in the presence of fertilized ovules continued to grow and that there was a broad range of overlap in their sizes at all sampling times. This effect was found for two types of unfertilized ovules that occur throughout the length of the ovary: normal, unfertilized ovules, apparently bypassed by pollen tubes; and sterile ovules lacking an embryo sac. In addition, there is a position effect within developing fruits. Both fertilized and unfertilized ovules are larger at the stylar end. In six samples resulting from pollination with a single pollen tetrad, a total of 18 embryos were found, and the effect on unfertilized ovules, greatest at the stylar end, diminished with distance from the ovules with embryos. Our results are consistent with the interpretation that diffusible hormones produced by developing seeds cause nearby unfertilized ovules to grow. We conclude that caution is necessary when attempting to infer ovule fertilization histories from the appearances of ovules in developing and mature fruits. What are often inferred to be aborted seeds, in many cases, may not be seeds at all. They may be enlarged, unfertilized ovules.